ThepicturesofKosovarrefugeesstreamingacrosstheborders are haunting, as if to remind us that at the very end of this millennium the human race is still capable of savage behavior. And despite all the modern advances in multinational alliances, negotiating techniques, and assaultive technology, we are incapable of halting the determined eradication of a group of people solely because of their ethnic affiliation.
As one who was born and raised Slovenian American, I have watched for 9 years as my Slavic brothers and sisters suffer increasingly more horrendous crimes against humanity. Slovenia, a former Yugoslav republic, was the first in this era to break away from Serbian control in 1991. Fortunately or unfortunately, fewer than 100 Slovenian lives were lost in that power struggle. But then Croatians exerted their independence and many more casualties resulted. I remember my aunt saying, "Just wait until they get to Bosnia." And she was right. The bloodbaths and reign of terror that occurred seemed the worst it could ever get. But now we have Kosovo, pushing the reality of human malevolence beyond what sane people can even imagine.
Equally difficult to comprehend is the intractable nature of the problem. Despite the immense power of the Western nations, both in influence and military resources, the Serbian power structure seems immune to the pressures exerted by the West. In fact, this show of force has seemed only to strengthen their resolve to push further with their objectives. This does not surprise me. The Slavic culture values determination, tenacity, strength in adversity, and standing firm in one's beliefs. Used for good, these qualities can move mountains. Used for harm, the war criminal Milosevic has given us Kosovo. As with any culture, strengths and weaknesses exist side by side, and at times our strengths become our weaknesses.
So what do we do in such a situation as this, besides standing idly by feeling incompetent and impotent in the face of such injustices? Obviously more force will cause even more loss of lives. And we seem to be beyond reason at this point. Finding the path to a win-win solution, through hard negotiation and compromise on all sides, is one means to a resolution.
But what that win-win solution will be still remains a mystery.
In many ways, those of us who provide health care to clients from cultures other than our own also are searching daily for that win-win solution. To reach them, to see things from their perspective, we need to know what they value most. We need to understand their worldview and which values are essential to maintaining the integrity of their identity. And we need to give up some of our own rigidity in the belief that our solutions are the only way the clients are going to regain or maintain their health.
Take for example the Chinese immigrant client who is in a cardiac rehabilitation program. By using the model of maintaining a balance between hot and cold forces, the nurse can just as easily, and probably more effectively, instruct this client in a heart-healthy diet. For example, the heart and blood are considered "hot" by the Chinese culture. Diseases of the heart are caused by an imbalance of "hot" food. Beef and pork are considered "hot" meats and thus should be avoided when heart disease is present. Fortunately for the Western-trained health professional, chicken and fish are considered "cold" foods. Therefore, the Chinese client can be instructed to eat chicken and fish to help reestablish his balance. By using the client's worldview, the health professional can work toward finding that win-win solution that will assist the client to achieve, restore, or maintain health. If the client values balance, then that is the framework we use.
Whether it is on a grand scale such as in Yugoslavia or on a one-to-one basis with our culturally diverse clients, solutions lie in our searching for firmly held beliefs and values and trying to find a common language to communicate these beliefs. Set in an ambience of flexibility and willingness to really listen, the negotiating process has at least the potential for success, whether it is measured in terms of peace or health.
I understand the passion of the Russian woman, demonstrating in front of the U.S. embassy against the NATO attacks, when she cries out, "You are bombing my brothers." Serbs or Kosovars, Croatians, Slovenians, or Bosnians, we are all brothers. This is no way to run a world.
